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SELF - ESTEEM 


SELF-ESTEEM is essentially a measure of self-worth and 
importance. When this assessment of oneself is level-headed, | 
reasonable and positive, the person has a Strong self-esteem. He 
then sees himself as a valuable, worthwhile person and feels ‘good’ 
about himself. For him, life becomes enjoyable and the future 
seems to hold a lot of promise. When this self-assessment is a 
negative one, the person has a weak self-esteem. This individual 
feels that he is worthle$s; incompetent and unfortunate. For him, 
life becomes insipid and the future appears hopeless. 


Self-esteem is one’s evaluation of himself that colours his perception 
of events and determines whether he is going to act decisively or 
give in with a sigh and carry a sense of failure. Self-esteem thus 
is a very important part of one’s personality. 


Self-esteem has been shaped from our very early years. During 
childhood, if an individual’s feelings are respected, thoughts valued 
and abilities recognised, his self-esteem gets Strengthened. If, on 
the other hand, his feelings are trampled upon (‘I don’t care about 
what you think/want’), thoughts belittled (‘What a lousy idea!) 
and abilities criticised (“You can never do anything properly’), his 


self-esteem remains at a low point of development. Thereafter, 
depending upon the success or failure in every significant situation 
in life, coupled with his own reaction to it and the amount of 
support he receives from others, his self-esteem either grows stronger 
or gets weakened. 


STRONG SELF-ESTEEM 


Individuals with a strong self-esteem are able to relate to others in 
a friendly, understanding manner, build healthy relationships and 
find themselves successtul. They are 


- confident 
- appreciative 
- goal-oriented 


- contented 


* Confident 


An individual with a strong self-esteem knows his strengths 
and feels secure in accepting his limitations. He is able to 
place a lot of confidence in himself and in his ability to handle 
problems. This confidence stands him in good stead through 
the triumphs and diasters he faces. A crisis does not lead to 
despair, and triumphs do not lead to over-confidence. 


“Rags to riches’ stories and lives of people who have overcome 
disasters, all have one thing in common - a belief that one can 
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do it. These success stories are a testimony to what self- 
confidence can do. 


Goal-oriented 


His goals are always appropriate and realistic. When he sets 
his mind on a goal, he is willing to give a lot of himself to 
achieve it. He readily makes efforts, for he knows that no 
achievement can be reached without the sweat of the brow. 
Hard work does not frighten him. On the contrary, it adds 
excitement to the whole exercise. More important is that he 
is prepared to own up responsibility for his failures as readily 
as he does for his successful endeavours. 


Appreciative 


A person’s feelings about others, corresponds to his feelings 
about himself. The individual who feels happy and ‘good’ 
about himself, can make others feel ‘good’ about themselves 
too. He is able to readily acknowledge the good in others. 
He is warm, appreciative and shows a genuine interest in and 
regard for others. These qualities help him in establishing 
meaningful relationships. 


Contented 


This person is able to accept himself with his limitations and 
weaknesses while clearly being aware of his assets and 
strengths. He tolerates and accepts imperfections in himself. 
He is fully aware of his limitations and continues to grow 
despite their presence. In short, he does not focus on what he 
does not have and cannot do. He looks into the future and 
sees what he has and can do. 


WEAK SELF-ESTEEM 


In contrast, individuals with a weak self-esteem have a negative 
self-image and a poor self-concept. These hinder their ability to 
build relationships, to feel comfortable and ° good’ about themselves. 
Weak self-esteem also brings with it other penalties in terms of 
negative personality traits as detailed below. 


Critical 


An individual with a weak self-esteem constantly tries to 
strike out at people. Nothing seems to satisfy his expectations 
and minor slips are singled out for severe condemnation. 


Self-centred 


Not willing to consider 
the feelings and needs 
of others, his self- 
centredness alienates 
him from them. The 
intensity with which he 
hangs on to his ideas 
and needs, inconsiderate 
of others, only leads to further frustration. 


Cynical 


Firmly believing that the world is treating him unjustly, this 
person is ready to believe the worst of others. He carries a 
huge load of past resentments based on real or imagined 
injustices done. He misinterprets others’ thoughts and actions 
and makes himself and others miserable. 


Diffident 


An individual with a weak self-esteem suffers from feelings 
of self-doubt and insecurity. He looks at even minor failures 
as proofs of his inadequacy. Even though he may be gifted 
With abilities, he fails to take up responsibilities and utilise 
his strengths because he is convinced he will fail. 


An individual with a weak self-esteem is, in short, the very 
antithesis of an individual with a strong self-esteem. A person 
with a strong self-esteem is all set to enjoy an interesting 
present and a happy future, whereas the one with a weak self- 
esteem is heading towards unhappiness and failure. 


STRENGTHENING SELF-ESTEEM 


A strong self-esteem is thus of crucial importance and the wonderful 
thing is that it is more NATURAL to us than a weak self-esteem. 
Self-esteem is a qualilty that can be strengthened at any point in 
life regardless of age, educational background and social standing. 
Building up one’s self-esteem is a slow process requiring patience 
and perseverence. Yet it can be done with relative ease, considering 
that its fruits can be enjoyed for a life-time. We have some basic 
tips for strengthening self-esteem which are practical and easy to 
follow. 


** Give positive strokes 
generously 


Appreciation in the 
form of words 
(compliments), facial 
expression (a smile) or 


gestures (a pat) are termed ‘positive strokes’. Positive strokes 
help in strengthening the self-esteem of the recipient as well 
as the giver. 


Giving ‘positive strokes’ is a healthy exercise which calls for 
recognition of worth in other people. When we treat others 
with dignity, respect and love, our own self-esteem 
automatically grows stronger. 


In this mechanical world, we are so caught up with life and living, 
that we take many things for granted. If we could only pause for 
a minute and show our appreciation, the world would indeed be a 
wondertul place to live in. 


Murthy sat back and recollected all the pleasant things 
that had happened over the previous week. “My daughter 
willingly offered to massage my htad, when I had 
migraine.... my son enthusiastically washed my scooter 
during the weekend... my colleague volunteered to handle 
my client when I was pressurised for time. Everyone 
readily helped without my even making a request.” These 
thoughts made Murthy feel loved, cared-for and ‘good’ 
about himself. He would have felt even better if only he 
had expressed his feelings directly to the people 
concerned. 


We need to put in some effort to recognise the merits of people 
around us and express our appreciation explicitly. People are well 
aware of things that go right and feel good about these within 
themselves. The barrier lies in communicating this positive feeling 
to the other person. Building up self-esteem calls for breaking this 
restraint completely. We must be able to comfortably, easily, 


instinctively appreciate whenever something is done well or better 
than usual. 


While giving a positive stroke 


- Look directly into the other’s eyes. Looking elsewhere may 
make the other person feel you don’t care or really mean what 
you Say. 

- Be specific about what you state. Instead of making 
generalised statements like, “This shirt is good”, be descriptive 
to make it more meaningful. “This print and the pastel shade 
Suit you”, would be better. 


- Say it in a clear, warm, tone. A dull, low monotone can 
convey boredom. 


Muthu’s son had won a prize at the drawing competition. 
Muthu took great pride in relating this to all his colleagues 
the very next day. Surprisingly, he did not say a word of 
appreciation to his son. The least that Muthu could have 
done is to have given his son a bright smile and a hug, 
when he so proudly narrated the good news. 


Malathy keeps a beautiful house and is a wonderful cook. 
Her husband Shekar is proud of her. But in all their 10 
years of married life, he has never communicated this to 
her. All that Shekar needs to have done is to have just 
looked at Malathy’s eyes and told her that he enjoyed 
eating food prepared by her. 


Muthu and Shekar appreciated the other persons deep inside 
but did not voice their feelings openly. 


A positive stroke expressed explicitly and directly, surely helps 
to strengthen the relationship and build self-esteem. 
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Do not give plastic strokes 


Compliments which are exaggerated or not genuine, can be 
referred to as ‘plastic strokes’. Like counterfeit money, which 
has no market value, fabricated compliments do nothing to 
improve the self-esteem of the giver or the receiver. This 
dishonest underhand exercise is deterimental to the giver as 
he loses the ability to pay honest compliments. For a while, 
plastic strokes may be received well. But soon, the receiver 
becomes aware of this fraudulent exchange and receiving them 
only makes him feel uncomfortable. Gradually, the “giver” 
loses his credibility and his message is discarded, so much so, 
that even if a positive stroke is presented by him, it is not 
honoured. 


“Balu is a good boy. He always does the jobs I ask him to 
do.... Come on, Balu! Run over to the corneer shop and 
get me some sugar” - compliments like these are not genuine 
and are obviously made to manipulate others to get things 
done for themselves. These do not benefit either the giver 
or the receiver. 


Accept positive strokes with grace 


Culturally, we have been trained to feel uncomfortable while 
receiving positive strokes. Refusal to accept these valuable 
strokes, is not a virtue. It is a drawback that discounts our 
feeling of self-worth and makes sure that our self-esteem stays 
weak. 


Positive strokes are as necessary for maintaining a strong 
self-esteem, as water is for the plants. Positive strokes ensure 
emotional well-being. These are invaluable gifts given to us 
in recognition of our worth. They need to be treated well and 


accepted gracefully. Refusal to accept them, is as ludicrous 
as throwing away a priceless gift. When positive strokes are 
rejected, it offends the giver and he desists from giving them 
in future. 


Nita remarked to Rekha, "You are a very efficient 
person." Rekha's immediate reaction was "You 
Should hear what my mother says!" 


Kumar's manager said, "You have done an excellent 
job of the Brochure". Kumar responded saying, 
"Well, frankiy speaking I am not totally satisfied with 
the outcome. I feel I could have improved upon the 
cover page. I am sure the Chairman will not like it". 


In the above examples, positive strokes have been examined with 
Suspicion and found wanting. Such an approach prevents us from 
utilising these positive strokes for our healthy personality 
development. When positive strokes are given, we need to accept 
them, relish them and store them carefully to strengthen our self- 
esteem. 


Rekha could have gracefully accepted Nita’s 
compliment with a smile or a nod, while Kumar could 
have received the compliment by saying “Thank you 
for your encouragement, Sir. I am happy that the extra 
efforts I had put in, have proved valuable.” 


Even a person with a strong self-esteem, experiences periods of 
uncertainity. During such moments, sharing one’s feelings with 
someone who is empathetic and compassionate, will help in 
strengthening his self-esteem. 


Pushpa had been preparing for her examination months 
in advance. Yet, on the day of the examination, feelings 
of self-doubt built up. She felt anxious and was afraid 
she might not do well. After listening to her, her mother 
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During periods of des 
open about our feelings to a support 
opportunity to receive positive strokes. These positive strokes 


remind us of our past triumphs and our potential for further 


drew Pushpa’s attention to the positive aspects. She 
reminded Pushpa of her consistent good performance in 
the previous examinations and the hard work she had put 
into the preparation. Her mother also expressed her 
conviction that Pushpa would do well. Pushpa felt better 
on receiving this positive feed back and left for her 
examination in a confident frame of mind. . 


achievements and thereby strengthen our self-esteem. 


Reject unconditional 
negative strokes 


Unconditional negative 
strokes are generalised, all- 
encompassing, negatively 
toned statements. Though 
these statements lack any 
factual basis, they can 
cause havoc to the self- 
esteem of the recipient. 


The recipient is often aware that the statement is not fully true. 
But he ponders over it and asks himself “How could he say it of 


me?”, and wallows in self-pity. 


Usha’s son said, “You are the worst mother I have ever 
seen." Usha was aware that this remark was made because 
he was irritated by her refusal to let him go to a movie. 
Yet she told herself, "How ungrateful he is! I work so 
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pondency, when everything seems lost, being 
ive listener, gives us an 


hard just to make him happy and I get only these words 
in return." 


Praveen was in a hurry and his breakfast was not ready. 
He told his wife, "You never do anything on time." His 
wife was upset because she was an efficient lady and 
usually finished cooking early. She felt that he was being 
very unfair and unjust and she was deeply hurt. 


The penalties for accepting these negative strokes are high. Here, 
every negative stroke is treated as valid, held as further proof of 
one's worthlessness and inadequacy, and this perception weakens 
one's self-esteem. 


When an unconditional negative stroke is given, we have the right 
to reject it. Unconditional negative storkes are garbage which mess 
up our self-esteem. They make us feel less worthy and we lower 
ourselves in our estimation. 


Self-esteem is of great importance, as our actions, feelings, behaviour 
and even abilities, and success in life are dependent upon it. By 
developing a strong self-esteem, we experience happiness, self- 
confidence and enjoy life. The wonderful thing about self-esteem 
is that we can change it and improve upon it at any time in life. 
A strong self-esteem is ours for the asking with a little effort. 


Work at the following four steps and enjoy a brighter, happier 
life. 


- | Compliment people directly and explicitly and experience that 
warm feeling within yourself. 


Shun flattery. ZN . 
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- Receive genuine compliments with confidence and grace. 


- Ignore unconditional negative strokes, and Stay balanced, 
secure and comfortable. 


Now you are letting yourself in for something marvellous - 
A BETTER YOU in short. 
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EXERCISES TO STRENGTHEN YOUR SELF-ESTEEM 


1. 


Building up self-esteem means being aware of one's own 
positive qualities. 


If your family members and colleagues were asked to describe 
you, what words do you think they would use to describe 
you? (Gnly the positive ones, ofcourse!). Think for a while 
and list five adjectives. 


Taking stock of your positive qualities in this manner, helps 
you to see yourself as a 'worthy' person. 


Choose one significant person among your close family 
members. Think of two qualities in that person which you 
appreciate. Set a time limit to express it directly to that person. 


Malini felt that her mother-in-law 


- had always been supportive in moments of crises 


- took great interest in the up-bringing of her grandchildren, 
enthusiastically narrating value-based stories daily. 


- took genuine interest in preparing new dishes. 


Even as she was recollecting, she realised that she had never 
expressed her genuine appreciation directly to her mother-in-law. 
“Her birthday is just a week away. I will use that as an opportunity 
to tell her this," she thought. 


Like Malini, identify qualities that you have liked in the family 
member you have chosen. Remember, when you are going to express 
it directly to him/her, say it clearly, be specific about the quality 
you appreciate and while doing so, look directly into his/her eyes. 


3. Maintain a “positive strokes' diary. When compliments are 
given, record them. Record also the positive feelings you 
experienced while receiving them - proud, happy, comfortable, 
thrilled, honoured. During those moments when you are feeling 
‘low', flipping through this diary will heip. 


4. List the false accuasations that people made about you in the 
past. How did you feel? If you did feel hurt, how did you 
handle it? What are the steps you have planned to take to 
protect your self-esteem in future? 
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